Sort Out the
Three Conversations

Jack is about to have a difficult conversation.

He explains: “Late one afternoon I got a call from Michael, a
good friend and occasional client. T'm in a tight spot; he told me. ‘I
need a financial brochure laid out and printed by tomorrow after-
noon.” He said his regular designer was out and that he was under a
lot of pressure.

“I was in the middle of another project, but Michael was a
friend, so I dropped everything and worked late into the night on his
brochure. : :

“Early the next moming Michael reviewed the mock-up and
gave the go-ahead to have it printed. I had the copies on his desk by
noon. I was exhausted, but I was glad I'd been able to help him out.

“Then T got back to my office and discovered this voice-mail

- message from Michael:

Well, you really screwed this one up! Look, Jack, I know you were
under time pressure on this, but ... . . [sigh]. The earnings chart isn’t
presented clearly enough, and it’s slightly off. It's just a disaster. This
is an important client. I assume you’ll fix it right away. Give me a
call as soon as you get in.

“Well, you can imagine how I felt about that message. The chart
was off, but microscopically. I called Michael right away.”




WEHMLDNTL

AT S

AR RN ) L1

i The Problem

Their conversation went like this:

Jack: Hi, Michael, I got your message —

MicuAEL: Yeah, look Jack, this thing has to be done over.

Jack: Well, wait a second. I agree it’s not perfect, but the chart is
clearly labeled. Nobody’s going to misunderstand —

MicHAEL: C'mon, Jack. You know as well as I do that we can’t
send this thing out like this.

Jack: Well, I think that —

MicuagL: There’s really nothing to argue about here. Look, we
all screw up. Just fix it and let’s move on.

Jack: Why didn’t you say something about this when you looked
at it this morning?

 MicHAEL: I'm not the one who's supposed to be proofreading.

Jack, 'm under tremendous pressure to get this done and to
get it done right. Either you're on the team or you're not. I
need a yes or a no. Are you going to redo it?

Jack: [pause] Alright, alright. T'll do it.

This exchange has all the hallmarks of a difficult conversation
going off the rails. Months later, Jack still feels lousy about this con-
versation and his relationship with Michael remains strained. He
wonders what he could have done differently, and what he should do
about it now. .

But before we get to that, let’s look at what Jack and Michael’s
conversation can teach us about how difficult conversations work.

Decoding the Structure
of Difficult Conversations

Surprisingly, despite what appear to be infinite variations, all difficult

conversations share a common structure. When you're caught up in
the details and anxiety of a particular difficult conversation, this
structure is hard to see. But understanding that structure is essential
to improving how you handle your most challenging conversations.
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There’s More Here Than Meets the Ear

In the conversation between Jack and Michael recounted above, th
words reveal only the surface of what is really going on. To make; the
structure of a difficult conversation visible, we need to understa ;
not only what is said, but also what is not said. We need to undn
?tand what the people involved are thinking and feeling but not s:;:
:flts;?:ili:ther' In a difficult conversation, this is usually where the

Look at what Jack is thinking and feeling, but not saying, as this
conversation proceeds: '

What Jack Thought and

wi "
Felt But Didnt Say hat Jack and Michael

Actually Said

How could he leave a message
like that?! After I drop every-
thing, break a dinner date with
my wife, and stay up all night,

that’s the thanks I get?! Jack: Hi, Michael, I got your

message —
MiCHAEL: Yeah, look Jack, this

A total overreaction. Not even a thing has to be done over

CPA would be able to tell that
the graph is off. At the same
time, I'm angry with myself for

makingsuchastupid mistake. Jack: Well, wait a second. I |

agree it’s not perfect, but the
chart is clearly labeled. No-
body’s going to misunder-
stand —

MicHAEL: C’'mon, Jack, you
know as well as T do that we

can't send this thing out like
this.
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What Jack and Michael

What Jack Thought and
Actually Said

Felt But Didn’t Say

Michael tries to intimidate col-
leagues into getting his way. But
he shouldn’t treat me that way.
I'm a friend! I want to stand up
for myself, but I don’t want to
get into a big fight about this. 1
can't afford to lose Michael as a
client or as a friend. [ feel stuck. | Jack: Well, I think that —
MicHAEL: There’s really noth-
ing to argue about here.
Look, we all screw up. Just fix
it and let’s move on. ‘
Jack: Why didn’t you say some-
thing about this when you
looked at it this morning?
MICHAEL: I'm not the one
who’s supposed to be proof-
reading. I'm under tremen-
dous pressure to get this done
and to get it done right. Ei-
ther you're on the team or
you're not. I need a yes or a
no. Are you going to redo it?

Screw up!? This isn't my fault.
You approved it, remember?

Is that how you see me? As a
proofreader?

I'm sick of this whole thing. I'm
going to be bigger than whatever
pettiness is driving him. The
best way out is for me just to be
generous and redo it. Jack: [pause] Alright, alright.

I'll do it.

Meanwhile, there’s plenty that Michael is thinking and feeling
but not saying. Michael is wondering whether he should have hired
Jack in the first place. He hasn’t been all that happy with Jack’s work
in the past, but he decided to go out on a limb with his partners to give
his friend another chance. Michael is now frustrated with Jack and

confused about whether hiring Jack was a good decision — personally -

or professionally.
The first insight, then, is a simple one: there’s an awful lot going
on between Jack and Michael that is not being spoken.

R .
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That's typical. In fact, the gap between what you're really think-
ing and what you're saying is part of what makes a conversation diff
cult. You're distracted by all that's going on inside. You're uncertain
about what’s okay to share, and what's better left unsaid. And you

know that just saying what you're thinking would probably not make
the conversation any easier.

Each Difficult Conversation Is Really Three Conversations

In studying hundreds of conversations of every kind we have discov-
ered that there is an underlying structure to what’s going on, and
understanding this structure, in itself, is a powerful first step ir; im-
proving how we deal with these conversations. It turns out that no
matter what the subject, our thoughts and feelings fall into the same
three categories, or “conversations.” And in each of these conversa-
tions we make predictable errors that distort our thoughts and feel-
ings, and get us into trouble.

Everything problematic that Michael and Jack say, think, and
feel falls into one of these three “conversations.” And everythi;lg in
your difficult conversations does too.

1. The “What Happened?” Conversation. Most difficult con-
versations involve disagreement about what has happened or what
should happen. Who said what and who did what? Who's right, who
fneant what, and who’s to blame? Jack and Michael tussle over ,these
issues, both out loud and internally. Does the chart need to be re-

done? Is Michael trying to intimidate Jack? Who should have caught
the error? ;

2. The Feelings Conversation. Every difficult conversation also
asks and answers questions about feelings. Are my feelings valid? Ap-
Propriate? Should I acknowledge or deny them, put them on th.e tg-
ble or check them at the door? What do I do about the other person’s
feelings? What if they are angry or hurt? Jack’s and Michael’s
thoughts are littered with feelings. For example, “This is the thanks |
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get?!” signals hurt and anger, and “T'm under tremendous pressure”
reveals anxiety. These feelings are not addressed directly in the con-
versation, but they leak in anyway.

3. The Identity Conversation. This is the conversation we each
have with ourselves about what this situation means to us. We con-
Juct an internal debate over whether this means we are competent
or incompetent, a good person or bad, worthy of love or unlovable.
What impact might it have on our self-image and self-esteern, our fu-
ture and our well-being? Our answers to these questions determine
in large part whether we feel “balanced” during the conversation, or
whether we feel off-center and anxious. In the conversation between
Jack and Michael, Jack is struggling with the sense that he has been
incompetent, which makes him feel less balanced. And Michael is
wondering whether he acted foolishly in hiring Jack. ‘ ¢

Every difficult conversation involves grappling with these Three
Conversations, so engaging successfully requires learning to operate
effectively in each of the three realms. Managing all three simultane-
ously may seem hard, but it’s easier than facing the consequences of |
engaging in difficult conversations blindly. 3

What We Can't Change, and What We Can

No matter how skilled we become, there are certain challenges in
each of the Three Conversations that we can’t change. We will still
run into situations where untangling “what happened” is more com-
plicated than we initially suspect. We will each have information the
other person is unaware of, and raising each other’s awareness is not
easy. And we will still face emotionally charged situations that feel
threatening because they put important aspects of our identity at risk.

What we can change is the way we respond to each of these chal-
lenges. Typically, instead of exploring what information the other
person might have that we don’t, we assume we know all we need to
know to understand and explain things. Instead of working to man-

n e
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?fewour {[f;le]tmgs (]:onstructively, we cither try to hide them or let loose
ays that we later regret. Instead of explori i

" : xploring the identity issu

at may .be deeply at stake for us (or them), we proceed \tsith thes

conversation as if it says nothin : .
. : g about us — and i

with what is at the heart of our anxiety. T
By understanding these errors and the havoc they wreak, we ¢
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The Truth Assumption
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- . e
f:n;c:l_alt aisumptlon upon which our whole stance in the conversation
1s built: I am right, you are wr is si i
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uch a painful
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There’s only one hitch: I am not right.

How could this be so? It seems impossible. Surely I must be right
sometimes!

Well, no. The point is this: difficult conversations are almost
never about getting the facts right. They are about conflicting per-
ceptions, interpretations, and values. They are not about what a con-
tract states, they are about what a contract means. They are not about
which child-rearing book is most popular, they are about which
child-rearing book we should follow.

They are not about what is true, they are about what is important.

Let’s come back to Jack and Michael. There is no dispute about
whether the graph is accurate or not. They both agree it is not. The
dispute is over whether the error is worth worrying about and, if so,
how to handle it. These are not questions of right and wrong, but
questions of interpretation and judgment. Interpretations and judg-
ments are important to explore. In contrast, the quest to determine
who is right and who is wrong is a dead end.

In the “What Happened?” Conversation, moving away from the
truth assumption frees us to shift our purpose from proving we are
right to understanding the perceptions, interpretations, and values of
both sides. It allows us to move away from delivering messages and
toward asking questions, exploring how each person is making sense
of the world. And to offer our views as perceptions, interpretations,
and values — not as “the truth.”

The Intention Invention

The second argument in the “What Happened?” Conversation is
over intentions — yours and mine. Did you yell at me to hurt my
feelings or merely to emphasize your point? Did you throw my ciga-
rettes out because you're trying to control my behavior or because
you want to help me live up to my commitment to quit? What I think
about your intentions will affect how I think about you and, ulti-

mately, how our conversation goes.

produces disagreement, denial, and little learning, It evokes
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Th i
. e error we make in the realm of intentions is simple but pro
: we assume we know the intentions of others when we ch)pn’t

Worse still, wh
, when we are unsure ab i
‘ out someone’ i
often decide they are bad. > ientions, we oo

The truth is, intentions are invisible. We assu h
other people’s behavior. In other words, we make th oy
them. But our invented stories about other people’s Trl: .
clurate ljnuch less often than we think. Why? Becaus o
tions, 'hke so much else in difficult conversation: p
S(?metlmes people act with mixed intentions. So i
with no intention, or at least none related to usl A ?en
act on good intentions that nonetheless hurt usl "

Because our view of others’ intentions ( -

we invent
ons are ac-
ple’s inten-
e complex.
mes they act
metimes they

! and their views of

ke view s of our.
o important in difficult conversations, leaping to unfounded )
sumptions can be a disaster. e

The Blame Frame

g‘ell:etghérd error we make in t.he “What Happened?” Conversation
 do with blame. Most difficult conversations focus s; if

attention on who’s to blame for the mess we’re in. Wh 15;1“' s
pany loses its biggest client, for example, we kno.w th:tn t}: o will
shortly ensue a ruthless game of blame roulette. We don’t car:iih‘:ig

the ball lands, as long as it doesn’t land on us, Personal relationships-
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o blame. She should stop buggi .
and the kids you hang out wit p Byt shoutyour mesmy oo
rc)bIln th-e co.nﬂict,between Jack and Michael, Jack believes the

tpo : em is Ml.chael s fault: the time to declare your hypersensitivi
4 Cormattllr\:lg 1}2 before the brochure goes to print, not after A:;y
ourse, Michael believes the problem i s fa . ;

- problem k : i

layout, mistakes are his responsibility. e ik it e

But talking about fault is similar to talking about truth — it

fears



, The Problem

of punishment and insists on an either/or answer. Nobody wants
to be blamed, especially unfairly, so our energy goes into defending
ourselves.

Parents of small children know this well. When the twins act up
in the back seat of the car, we know that trying to affix blame will al-
ways yield an outcry: “But she hit me first!” or “I hit her because she
called me a baby.” Each child denies blame not just to avoid losing
her dessert, but also from a sense of justice. Neither feels like the
problem is solely her fault, because it isn’t.

From the front seat looking back, it is easy to see how each child
has contributed to the fight. It's much more difficult to see how we've
contributed to the problems in which we ourselves are involved. But
in situations that give rise to difficult conversations, it is almost always
true that what happened is the result of things both people did — or
failed to do. And punishment is rarely relevant or appropriate. When

competent, sensible people do something stupid, the smartest move
is to try to figure out, first, what kept them from seeing it coming and,
second, how to prevent the problem from happening again.

Talking about blame distracts us from exploring why things went
wrong and how we might correct them going forward. Focusing in-
stead on understanding the contribution system allows us to learn
about the real causes of the problem, and to work on correcting
themn. The distinction between blame and contribution may seem
subtle. But it is a distinction worth working to understand, because it
will make a significant difference in your ability to handle diffhicult

T

conversations.

The Feelings Conversation:
What Should We Do with Our Emotions?

RN i e sk 80

Difficult conversations are not just about what happened; they also
involve emotion. The question is not whether strong feelings will k|
arise, but how to handle them when they do. Should you tell your -
boss how you really feel about his management style, or about the
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ings are involved? Hurt or anger? Disappointment, shame, confu-
sion? Do you feel treated unfairly or without respect? For some of us,
even saying “I love you” or “I'm proud of you” can feel risky.

In the short term, engaging in a difficult conversation without
talking about feelings may save you time and reduce your anxiety. It
may also seem like a way to avoid certain serious risks — to you, to
others, and to the relationship. But the question remains: if feelings
are the issue, what have you accomplished if you don’t address them?

Understanding feelings, talking about feelings, managing
feelings — these are among the greatest challenges of being human.
There is nothing that will make dealing with feelings easy and risk-
free. Most of us, however, can do a better job in the Feelings Conver-
sation than we are now. It may not seem like it, but talking about
feelings is a skill that can be learned.

Of course, it doesn’t always make sense to discuss feelings. As the
saying goes, sometimes you should let sleeping dogs lie. Unfortu-
nately, a lack of skill in discussing feelings may cause you to avoid not
only sleeping dogs, but all dogs — even those that won't let you sleep.

The Identity Conversation:
What Does This Say About Me?

Of the Three Conversations, the Identity Conversation may be the
most subtle and the most challenging. But it offers us significant
leverage in managing our anxiety and improving our skills in the
other two conversations.

The Identity Conversation looks inward: it’s all about who we are
and how we see ourselves. How does what happened affect my self-

esteern, my self-image, my sense of who I am in the world? What im-
it have on my future? What self-doubts do I harbor? In

pact will
short: before, during, and after the difficult conversation, the Identity

Conversation is about what | am saying to myself about me.

You might think, “I'm just trying to ask my boss for a raise. Why
does my sense of who I am in the world matter here?” Or Jack might
be thinking, “This is about the brochure, not about me.” In fact, any-
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16 The Problem

In its mildest form, losing our balance may cause us to lose confi-
dence in ourselves, to lose concentration, or to forget what we were
going to say. In more extreme cases, it can feel earth-shattering. We
may feel paralyzed, overcome by panic, stricken with an urge to flee,
or even have trouble breathing.

Just knowing that the Identity Conversation is a component of
difficult conversations can help. And, as in the other two conversa-
tions, you can do much better than mere awareness. While losing
your balance sometimes is inevitable, the Identity Conversation
need not cause as much anxiety as it does. Like dealing with feelings,
grappling with the Identity Conversation gets easier with the devel-
opment of certain skills. Indeed, once you find your footing in the
Identity Conversation, you can turn what is often a source of anxiety
into a source of strength.

Moving Toward a Learning Conversation

Despite what we sometimes pretend, our initial purpose for having a
difficult conversation is often to prove a point, to give them a piece of
our mind, or to get them to do or be what we want. In other words, to
deliver a message.

Once you understand the challenges inherent in the Three Con-
versations and the mistakes we make in each, you are likely to find
that your purpose for having a particular conversation begins to shift.
You come to appreciate the complexity of the perceptions and inten-
tions involved, the reality of joint contribution to the problem, the

central role feelings have to play, and what the issues mean to each =

person’s self-esteem and identity. And you find that a message deliv-
ery stance no longer makes sense. In fact, you may find that youno
longer have a message to deliver, but rather some information to

share and some questions to ask.
Instead of wanting to persuade and get your way, you want to
understand what has happened from the other person’s point of view,

explain your point of view, share and understand feelings, and work
together to figure out a way to manage the problem going forward. In
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so doing, you make it more likely that the other person will be open

to bel

0 I:r]emg persuaded, and that you will learn something that signifi-
can ghcharfges the way you understand the problem. ;

m:lgmg o;ljlr stance means inviting the other person into the

conversation with us, to hel fi i
: : p us figure things out. If we're go;
. ng to
achieve our purposes, we have lots we need to learn from thirn fnd

lots they need to learn from us. We need to haveal

tion. €arning conversa-

The differences between a typical battle of messages and a learn-

Ing conversation are summarized in the chart on the following page
s.




The Problem
18
A Batile of A Learnir!g
Messages Conversation
i tion: Each of
" t | Assumption: I know Ass'umll) m: B
HThe e:lehdc‘l?” all I need to know to us is bringing défferent
C::\rersution understand what hap- | information an

Challenge: The
situation is
more complex
than either
PETson can see.

pened.

Goal: Persuade them
I'm right.

perceptions to the
table; there are likely
to be important things
that each of us doesn’t
know.

Goal: Explore each
other’s stories: how we
understand the
situation and why.

Assumption: I know
what they intended.

Goal: Let them know
what they did was
wrong.

Assumption: I know
what | intended, and
the impact their
actions had on me. 1
don’t and can’t know
what's in their head.

Goal: Share the
impact on me, and
find out what they
were thinking. Also
find out what impact
I'm having on them.

Assumption: It’s all
their fault. (Or it’s all
my fault.)

Goal: Get them to
admit blame and take
responsibility for
making amends.

Assumption: We have
probably both
contributed to this
mess.

contribution systerm:
how our actions
interact to produce
this result.

Goal: Understand the
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r A Baitle of
Messages

A Learning
Conversation

The Feelings
Conversation

Challenge:
The situation is
emotionally
charged.

Assumption: Feelings
are irrelevant and
wouldn’t be helpful to
share. (Or, my
feelings are their fault
and they need to hear
about them.)

Goal: Avoid talking
about feelings. (Or;
let "em have itl)

Assumption: Feelings
are the heart of the
situation. Feelings are
usually complex. I
may have to dig a bit
to understand my
feelings.

Goal: Address feelings
(mine and theirs)
without judgments or
attributions.
Acknowledge feelings
before problem-
solving.

The Identity
Conversation

Challenge:
The situation
threatens our

identity.

Assumption: I'm
competent or
incompetent, good or
bad, lovable or
unlovable. There is
no in-between.

Goal: Protect my all-
or-nothing self-image.

Assumption: There
may be a lot at stake
psychologically for
both of us. Each of us
is complex, neither of
us is perfect.

Goal: Understand the
identity issues on the
line for each of us.
Build a more complex
selfimage to maintain

my balance better, J

This book will help you turn difficul

t conversations into learning

conversations by helping you handle each of the Three Conversa-
tions more productively and improving your ability to handle all

three at once.

The next five chapters explore in depth the mistakes people com-
monly make in each of the Three Conversations, This will help you
shift to a learning stance when it’s your difficult conversation and you
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aren’t feeling very open. Chapters 2, 3, and 4 investigate the three as-
' sumptions in the “What Happened?” Conversation. Chapter 5 shifts
i to the Feelings Conversation, and Chapter 6 takes up the Identity
’ Conversation. These chapters will help you sort out your thoughts
and feelings. This preparation is essential before you step into any
: 1 difficult conversation.
!- In the final six chapters we turn to the conversation itself, begin- : -
{. ning with when to raise an issue and when to let go, and if you're S h I ff to q

going to raise it, what you can hope to achieve and what you can’t —

what purposes make sense. Then we turn to the mechanics of howto °

, talk productively about the issues that matter to you: finding the best L S t

t ways to begin, inquiring and listening to learn, expressing yourself : ea r n l n g q n c e
| with power and clarity, and solving problems jointly, including how

: to get the conversation back on track when the going gets rough. Fi-

‘ nally, we return to how Jack might have a follow-up conversation

‘ with Michael to illustrate how this all might look in practice.
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Stop Arguing About Who's Right:
Explore Each Other’s Stories

Michael’s version of the story is different from Jack’s:

In the past couple of years I've really gone out of my way to try to
help Jack out, and it seems one thing or another has always gone
wrong. And instead of assuming that the client is always right, he ar-
gues with me! I just don’t know how I can keep using him.

But what really made me angry was the way Jack was making ex-
cuses about the chart instead of just fixing it. He knew it wasn't up

to professional standards. And the revenue graphs were the critical
part of the financial presentation.

One of the hallmarks of the “What Happened?” Conversation is’
that people disagree. What's the best way to save for retirement? How
much money should we put into advertising? Should the neighbor-

- hood boys let your daughter play stick ball? Is the brochure up to pro-

fessional standards?

Disagreement is not a bad thing, nor does it necessarily lead to a
difficult conversation. We disagree with people all the time, and
often no one cares very much.

But other times, we care a lot. The disagreement seems at the
heart of what is going wrong between us. They won't agree with what
We want them to agree with and they won’t do what we need them to

- do. Whether or not we end up getting our way, we are left feeling
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frustrated, hurt, or misunderstood. And often the disagreement con-
tinues into the future, wreaking havoc whenever it raises its head.

When disagreement occurs, arguing may seerm natural, even rea-
sonable. But it’s not helpful.

Why We Argue, and Why It Doesn’t Help

Think about your own difficult conversations in which there are
important disagreements over what is really going on or what should
be done. What's your explanation for what’s causing the problem?

We Think They Are the Problem

In a charitable mood, you may think, “Well, everyone has their opin-
ion,” or, “There are two sides to every story.” But most of us don’t
really buy that. Deep down, we believe that the problem, put simply,

is themn.

. They're selfish. “My girlfriend won't go to a couples’ counselor
with me. She says it’s a waste of money. [ say it's important to me,

but she doesn’t care.”

. They're naive. “My daughter’s got these big ideas about going to
New York and ‘making it’ in the theater. She just doesn’t under-

stand what she’s up against.”

I about.”

old mattress. She’s got terrible back problems, but no matter
what I say, she refuses to let me buy hera new mattress. Everyone

| . They’re controlling. “We always do everything my boss’s way. It -_‘1‘
| ‘;‘ drives me crazy, because he acts like his ideas are better than
anyone else’s, even when he doesn't know what he’s talking

. They're irrational. “My Great Aunt Bertha sleeps on this sagging :

Explore Each Other's Stories 2
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in the farlnily tells me, ‘Rory, Aunt Bertha is just crazy. You can’t
reason with her." I guess it’s true.”

If tl’l.lS is what we're thinking, then it's not surprising that wé end
up arguing. Rory, for example, cares about her Aunt Bertha. S}
wants to help, and she has the capacity to help. So Rory doe T. -
all do: If the other person is stubborn, we assert harde? in S W;at o
to brtiak through whatever is keeping them from seein wl?ar:t " em?t
ble. (“If you would just try a new matiress, you'd see hfw 1}51 i
comfortable it is!”) ’ e
" If t]}lle Iotherd p;er;on Is naive, we try to educate them about how
really is, and if they are being selfish or i i
to be forthright and call them ong it. We per::fril;lj;llit;lv; : thmay e
we say will eventually make a difference. pe fhatwhat
But instead, our persistence leads to arguments. And these
ments lead nowhere. Nothing gets settled. We each feel unh a(r]gu_
polorly treated. We're frustrated not only because the other gl
be.mg so unreasonable, but also because we feel powerless ts edrcjon .
thing about it. And the constant arguing isn’t doing the relati i
] elationship
: Yet. we're not sure what to do instead. We can’t just pretend th
is no disagreement, that it doesn’t matter, or that it’s all the s e:e
us. It does matter, it’s not all the same to us. That’s wh E:fm{; .
strongly about it in the first place. But if areuing lead oo nowhers,
what else can we do? Buing feach e nowhere,
The first thing we should do is hear from Aunt Bertha.

They Think We Are the Problem

Aunt Bertha would be the first to agree that her mattress is indeed old
and ]?attered. “It’s the one I shared with my husband for for e
and it makes me feel safe,” she says. “There are so rnanty y?c?lrs’
changes in my life, it's nice to have a little haven that stays they me”
Keeping it also provides Bertha with a sense of control zver hf:anlrl'?
When she complains, it’s not because she wants answers, it’s be(l:'aits:
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she likes the connection she feels when she keeps people current on
her daily comings and goings.

About Rory, Aunt Bertha has this to say: “Tlove her, but Rory can
be a difficult person. She doesn’t listen or care much about what
other people think, and when T tell her that, she gets very angry and
unpleasant” Rory thinks the problem is Aunt Bertha. Aunt Bertha, it
seems, thinks the problem is Rory.

This raises an interesting question: Why is it always the other per-
son who is naive or selfish or irrational or controlling? Why is it that
we never think we are the problem? If you are having a difficult con-
versation, and someone asks why you disagree, how come you never
say, “Because what I'm saying makes absolutely no sense”?

We Each Make Sense in Our Story of What Happened

We don't see ourselves as the problem because, in fact, we aren't.
What we are saying does make sense. What's often hard to see is that
what the other person is saying also makes sense. Like Rory and Aunt
Bertha, we each have different stories about what is going on in the
world. In Rory’s story, Rory’s thoughts and actions are perfectly sensi-
ble. Tn Aunt Bertha’s story, Aunt Bertha’s thoughts and actions are
equally sensible. But Rory is not just a character in her own story, she
' is also a visiting character in Aunt Bertha’s story. And in Aunt Bertha’s
story, what Rory says seems pushy and insensitive. In Rory’s story,

what Aunt Bertha says sounds irrational.
In the normal course of things, we don’t notice the ways in

which our story of the world is different from other people’s. But dif-
ficult conversations arise at precisely those points where important
parts of our story collide with another person’s story. We assume the
collision is because of how the other person is; they assume it’s =
because of how we are. But really the collision is a result of our
stories simply being different, with neither of us realizing it. It's as if
Princess Leia were trying to talk to Huck Finn. No wonder we end :

up arguing.

Explore Each Other's Stories
29

Arguing Blocks Us from Exploring Each Other's Stories

But arguing is not only a result of our failure to see that we and th
otl?er person are in different stories — it is also part of the s A
guing inhibits our ability to learn how the other erso e ﬁr-
vsrorid. When we argue, we tend to trade conclusionf - thr; ‘S';es o
line” of what we think: “Get a new mattress” versus “Stop t 'Ottom
COT]tl'C’),l :ne.” “I'm going to New York to make it big” verszs ?ll’ng’m
naive. Couples counseling is helpful” versus “Coupl e
1s a waste of time.” Pl eotmiEing
But neither conclusion makes sense in the other person’s st

Sodwetea(;]h dismiss the other’s argument. Rather thar; he;]psiljgoi};
understand our different views, arguin i

sages. Rather than drawing us togeﬂ%er, frgziﬁlgt;ﬁlsau?zzit()f o

Arguing Without Understanding Is Unpersuasive

Arguing creates another problem in difficult conversations: it inhibi
clhange. Telling someone to change makes it less rath ;h e
likely that they will. This is because ever chann,
without first feeling understood.
: Consider Trevor's conversation with Karen. Trevor is the fi
f:lElI adr‘ninis‘rrator for the state Department of Social Service ) Kn“m‘,
is a social worker with the department. “I cannot get Karen tcj ‘t in
her pape’rwork on time,” explains Trevor, “I've told her over angm o
ﬂ'li.!t s]_jes missing the deadlines, but it doesn’t hel And hover
bring it up, she gets annoyed.” . e
Of course we know there’s another side to this story. Unf,

tunately, Trevor doesn’t know what it is. Trevor is tellirr? K on
what she is supposed to do, but has not yet engaged her iE ‘::“
way conlversation about the issue. When Trevor shifts his poser
from trying to change Karen’s behavior — arguing wh beirllj u;pto ”
WIong — to trying first to understand Karen, and thenyt b g nllc
stood by her, the situation improves dramatic’ally- b e

people almost never change




T z

30 The “What Happened?” Conversation

Karen described how overwhelmed and overworked she is. She puts
all of her energy into her clients, who are very needy. She was feel-
ing like I didn't appreciate that, which actually, I really didn’t On
my end, [ explained to her how I have to go through all kinds of ex-
tra work when she submits her paperwork late, and I explained the
extra work in detail to her. She felt badly about that, and it was clear
that she just hadn’t thought about it from my perspective. She
promised to put a higher priority on getting her work in on time,
and so far she has.

Finally, each has learned something, and the stage for meaning-
ful change is set.

To get anywhere in a disagreement, we need to understand the
other person’s story well enough to see how their conclusions make
sense within it. And we need to help them understand the story in
which our conclusions make sense. Understanding each other’s sto-
ries from the inside won’t necessarily “solve” the problem, but as
with Karen and Trevor, it’s an essential first step.

Different Stories:
Why We Each See the World Differently

As we move away from arguing and toward trying to understand the
other person’s story, it helps to know why people have different stories <

in the first place. Our stories
don’t come out of nowhere.
They aren’t random. Our sto-
ries are built in often uncon-
scious but systematic ways.
First, we take in information.
We experience the world —
sights, sounds, and feelings.
Second, we interpret what we
see, hear, and feel; we give it
all meaning. Then we draw

3. Qur Conclusions

1. Our Observations

Where Our Stories Come Fro

PR
T R

2. Our Interpretations |

N £
Available Information |
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conc]u:'slons ab'out what’s happening. And at each step, there is an o
porh}a}nlty.for different people’s stories to diverge. :
u; snnpl}i, we all have different stories about the world because

we each take in different information and then interpret this inf
mation in our own unique ways. S
) kIn d;fﬁcult conversations, too often we trade only conclusions
ack and forth, without stepping down to where most of the real ac-

ti()l’l is: th lnfDrmaﬁDTI Elnd i tel ]| et [- 1S tlla lea( cac
€ n atio
lhe WDIld as we dO. t h OfUS t{} see

1. We Have Different Information

There are two reasons we all have different information about th

w.or]d. First, as each of us proceeds through life —and th 0];1 iy
dlﬂ'_lC.Ll]t situation — the information available to us is over\::;:j% e,
We smPIy can’t take in all of the sights, sounds, facts, and feelt? et
volved in even a single encounter. Inevitably, we ;nd u mtgs'm_
some things and ignoring others. And what we ,each choosg tzonzlizg

and ignore will be different. Second
g tenia cond, we each have access to different

We Notice Different Things. Doug took his four-year-old
neI.;)hew, Andrew, to watch a homecoming parade. Sittin onyhzj‘r-0
cle’s shoulders, Andrew shouted with delight as footbgall 11S s,
cheerleaders, and the school band rolled by on lavish ﬂoatp j\)gt:rs,
ward Andrew exclaimed, “That was the best truck d f o
i parade I've ever

Each float, it seems, was pulled by a truck. Andrew, truck ob
sessed as he was, saw nothing else. His Uncle Doug truékr}lifl'ﬁ? _
ent, hadn’t noticed a single truck. In a sense, Andrev; and h: uln:l:

- watched completely different parades.

Like Doug and Andrew, what we notice has to do with who we

Ear
e and what we care about. Some of us pay more attention to feel-

; ; :
ngs and relationships. Others to status and power, or to facts and
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logic. Some of us are artists, others are scientists, others pragmatists.
Some of us want to prove we're right; others want to avoid conflict or
smooth it over. Some of us tend to see ourselves as victims, others as
heroes, observers, or survivors. The information we attend to varies
accordingly.

Of course, neither Doug nor Andrew walked away from the pa-
rade thinking, “I enjoyed my particular perspective on the parade
based on the information I paid attention to.” Each walked away
thinking, “I enjoyed the parade.” Each assumes that what he paid at-
tention to was what was significant about the experience. Each as-
sumes he has “the facts.”

In a more serious setting, Randy and Daniel, coworkers on an
assembly line, experience the same dynamic. They've had a number
of tense conversations about racial issues. Randy, who is white, be-
lieves that the company they work for has a generally good record on
minority recruitment and promotion. He notices that of the seven
people on his assembly team, two are African Americans and one is
Latino, and that the head of the union is Latino. He has also learned
that his supervisor is originally from the Philippines. Randy believes
in the merits of a diverse workplace and has noticed approvingly that
several people of color have recently been promoted.

Daniel, who is Korean American, has a different view. He has
been on the receiving end of unusual questions about his qualifica-
tions. He has experienced several racial slurs from coworkers and one
from a foreman. These experiences are prominent in his mind. He
also knows of several minority coworkers who were overlooked for
promotion, and notices that a disproportionate number of the top ex-
ecutives at the company are white. And Daniel has listened repeat-
edly to executives who talk as if the only two racial categories that
mattered were white and African American. '

While Randy and Daniel have some information that is shared,
they have quite a bit of information that’s not. Yet each assumes that
the facts are plain, and his view is reality. In an important sense, it’s
as if Randy and Daniel work at different companies.

Often we go through an entire conversation — or indeed an en-
tire relationship — without ever realizing that each of us is paying at

G g s
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tention to different things, that i i
renion gs, that our views are based on different infor-

.V.Ve Each Know Ourselves Better Than Anyone FElse Can. [
addl’[IO.ﬂ to choosing different information, we each have access to‘d'lfﬂl
ferent information. For example, others have access to informati n
about themselves that we don't. They know the constraints the‘ e
under; we don't. They know their hopes, dreams, and fears; we d):)rsll’rf
We act as if we've got access to all the important informati;)n there i.
to know about them, but we don’t. Their internal experience is f: :
more complex than we imagine. N

Lf:k’S return to the example of Jack and Michael. When Michael
desc.rlbes what happened, he doesn’t mention anything about Jack’
staying up all night. He might not know that Jack stayed up all ni Cl tS
and even if he does, his “knowledge” would be quite linfi;ed o
pared to what Jack knows about it. Jack was there. Jack knows WEOT .
felt like as he struggled to stay awake. He knows how uncomfo tabllt
itlwas when the heat was turned off at midnight. He knows how rai ,
his wife was that he had to cancel their dinner together. He knogry
ﬁm;]t t];,e amfiety he felt putting aside other important .wor]c to ;ch

mll,cfoilz 15:r %Jerlcl)‘]fct. Jack also knows how happy he felt to be doing a fa-
And there is plenty that Jack is not aware of. Jack doesn’t kn
that Michael’s client blew up just that morning over the choic 0“1';
photograph in another brochure Michael had prepared. Jack doez (?t
know. that the revenue figures are a particularly hot topéc becausen f
questions about some of the client’s recent business decisions ]a:k
doesn’t know that Michael’s graphic designer has taken an uns;:h d
Fl](’.'d personal leave in the midst of their busiest season, affectin X ’;
just this project but others as well. Jack doesn’t know’that M'glnol
has been dissatisfied with some of Jack’s work in the past Ancllclmic
doesn’t know how happy Michael felt to be doing a favor f(;r a frieicd
Of course, in advance, we don’t know what we don’t know. B t
rather than assuming we already know everything we need tc; \:e

should assume that there is important information we don’t have ac-
cess to. It's a good bet to be true.
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9 We Have Different Interpretations

“We never have sex,” Alvie Singer complains in the movie Annie
Hall. “We're constantly having sex,” says his girlfriend. “How often
do you have sex?” asks their therapist. “Three times a week!” they re-
ply in unison. ,

A second reason we tell different stories about the world is
that, even when we have the same information, we interpret it
Jifferently — we give it different meaning. I see the cup as half
empty; you see it as a metaphor for the fragility of humankind. 'm
thirsty; you're a poet. Two especially important factors in how we in-
terpret what we see are (1) our past experiences and (2) the implicit
rules we've learned about how things should and should not be done.

We Are Influenced by Past Experiences. The past gives mean-
ing to the present. Often, it is only in the context of someone’s past
experience that we can understand why what they are saying or doing
makes any kind of sense. :

To celebrate the end of a long project, Bonnie and her co-
workers scraped together the money to treat their supervisor, Caro-
line, to dinner at a nice restaurant. Throughout the meal, Caroline
did little but complain: “Everything is overpriced,” “How can they
get away with this?” and “You've got to be kidding. Five dollars for
dessert!” Bonnie went home embarrassed and frustrated, thinking,
“We knew she was cheap, but this is ridiculous. We paid so she

wouldn't have to-worry about the money, and still she complained
about the cost. She ruined the evening.” :

i ’ﬂ;u_ﬁ_zi,.._ e e e

P vy o

Though the story in Bonnie’s head was that Caroline was simply % a2
a cheapskate or wet blanket, Bonnie eventually decided to ask Caro- f

line why she had such a strong reaction to the expense of eating out.

Upon reflection, Caroline explained: a8

I suppose it has to do with growing up during the Depression. I can
still hear my mother’s voice from when I was little, getting ready to
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go off to school in the morning. “Carrie, there’s a nickel on the
]c::)ounter for your lunch!” she’d call. She was so proud to be able to
uy my lunch every day. Once I got to be eight or nine, a nickel

wasn't enough to b
tell her. gh to buy lunch anymore. But I never had the heart to

Yeais léter’ 1even a moderately priced meal can feel like an extray
agance to Caroline when filtered through the i i -
- gh the images and feelings of
E_very strong view you have is profoundly influenced by your past
experiences. Where to vacation, whether to spank your kids, how
rrlljuch to ?)udget for advertising — all are influenced by what }:ou’ve
0 servec? in your own family and learned throughout your life. Often
v?re aren’t even aware of how these experiences affect our interpreta-
tion of the world. We simply believe that this is the way things are

We A‘pply Different Implicit Rules. Our past experiences oft
develop into “rules” by which we live our lives. Whether we -
aware of them or not, we all follow such rules. They tell us how fhre
world works, how people should act, or how things are supposed tz

 be. And they have a significant influence on the story we tell about

what is happening between us in a difficult conversation

We get into trouble when our rules collide. -
: Ollie and Thelma, for example, are stuck in a tangle of conflict
ing rules. As sales representatives, they spend a lot of time to etlllc .
on t%le road. One evening, they agreed to meet at 7:00 the nextfn .
ing in the hotel lobby to finish preparing a presentation The]mom-
usual, arrived at 7:00 sharp. Ollie showed up at 7:10. 'T-'his wasa’ ai
the first time Ollie had arrived late, and Thelma was so frustra?e(:i

v that s.he had‘ trouble focusing for the first twenty minutes of their
~ meeting. Ollie was frustrated that Thelma was frustrated

It helps to clarify the implicit rules that each is unconsciously

, :lp;};lyi]ng. ;Fhel'rna’s rule is “It is unprofessional and inconsiderate
~ to be late.” Ollie’s rule is “It is unprofessional to obsess about small

things so much that you can’t focus on what's important.” Because
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Thelma and Ollie both interpret the situation through the lens of
their own implicit rule, they each see the other person as acting
inappropriately.

Our implicit rules often take the form of things people “should”
or “shouldn’t” do: “You should spend money on education, but
not on clothes.” “You should never criticize a colleague in front of
others.” “You should never leave the toilet seat up, squeeze the tooth-
paste in the middle, or let the kids watch more than two hours of
TV.” The list is endless.

There’s nothing wrong with having these rules. In fact, we need
them to order our lives. But when you find yourself in conflict, it
helps to make your rules explicit and to encourage the other person }
to do the same. This greatly reduces the chance that you will be
caught in an accidental duel of conflicting rules. ;

R it e

3. Our Conclusions Reflect Self-Interest

Finally, when we think about why we each tell our own stories about
the world, there is no getting around the fact that our conclusions are
partisan, that they often reflect our selfinterest. We look for informa-
tion to support our view and give that information the most favorable
interpretation. Then we feel even more certain that our view is right.

Professor Howard Raiffa of the Harvard Business School demon-
strated this phenomenon when he gave teams of people a set of facts
about a company. He told some of the teams they would be negotiat- E |
ing to buy the company, and others that they would be selling the |
company. He then asked each team to value the company as objec-
tively as possible (not the price at which they would offer to buy or.
sell, but what they believed it was actually worth). Raiffa found that
sellers, in their heart of hearts, believed the company to be worth on

T

e

average 30 percent more than the independently assessed fair market
value. Buyers, in turn, valued it at 30 percent less. :

Fach team developed a selfserving perception without realizing
they were doing so. They focused more on things that were consis-
tent with what they wanted to believe and tended to ignore, explai

i

- osity. She wonders what Tony knows that she doesn’t, how h
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away, and soon forget those that weren’t. Our co
captured this phenomenon in a wry reflectio
tor: “I sometimes failed to persuade the cou
never failed to persuade myselft”

11115 te]lde”c}‘ tO dEUelO]) ”IlCDHSC]()uSly b dse e t
1as d p Tcep 1ons 1s
Ve]y l umar 3 a“(l can [)C dH]]gEIOUS. It C&]]S f()l a dOSE Oi hum]]lty

about the “rightness” of ou .
o I story, especiall
thing important at stake. P y when we have some-

lleague Roger Fisher
non his days as a litiga-
rt that T was right, but [

Move from Certainty to Curiosity

There’

116:. s ?nly one way to come to understand the other person’s sto
;3 ! tits by being curious. Instead of asking yourself, “How can thz;

ink that?!” ask yourself, “I wonde i o

. r what information t}
I don’t?” Instead of asking, ke
: ng, "How can they be so irrati "

I . ional?” ask
How‘ might they see the world such that their view makes sense?’:
Certainty locks us out of their story; curiosity lets us in -

Curiosity: The Way into Their Story

(-Jonsider t'he disagreement between Tony and his wife, Keiko. Tony’
snste_r has just given birth to her first child. The nex,t day Iéeikoy'S
geﬁlngt}:elildy to visit the hospital. To her shock, Tony says he’s not g(l:'
Ing with her to visit his sister, but instead is coi
5 ng to
ball game on TV. When Keiko asks why. il iy
about this being a “big game,” and adds
tomorrow.”
4 dKefiko is deel?ly troubled by this. She thinks to herself “What
ﬂin 0 pers](;n thinks football is more important than famﬂ}:? That’s
¢ most selfish, shallow, ridiculous thing I’ !
) ; g I've ever heard!” But
catc]hes herself in her own certainly, and instead of sayin Pivy
could you do such a thing?” she negotiates herself to a plac

Tony mumbles something
» “T'll stop by the hospital

g, “How
e of curi-

; )
; 1at Tony €’s seein
he world such that his decision seems to make sense °
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The story Tony tells is different from what Keiko had imagined.
From the outside, Tony is watching a game on TV. But to Tony it'’s a
matter of his mental health. Throughout the week, he works ten
hours a day under extremely stressful conditions, then comes home
and plays with his two boys, doing whatever they want. After the
struggle of getting them to bed, he spends time with Keiko, talking
mostly about her day. Finally, he collapses into bed. For Tony, watch-
ing the game is the one time during the week when he can truly re-
lax. His stress level goes down, almost as if he’s meditating, and this
three hours to himself has a significant impact on his ability to take
on the week ahead. Since Tony believes that his sister won't care
whether he comes today or tomorrow, he chooses in favor of his men-
tal health.

Of course, that's not the end of the issue. Keiko needs to share
her story with Tony, and then, once everything is on the table, to-
gether they can figure out what to do. But that will never happen if
Keiko simply assumes she knows Tony’s story, no matter how certain
she is at the outset that she does.

What's Your Story?

One way to shift your stance from the easy certainty of feeling that

youw've thought about this from every possible angle is to get curious
about what you don’t know about yourself. This may sound like an
odd thing to worry about. After all, you're with yourself all the time;

wouldn’t you be pretty familiar with your own perspective?

In a word, no. The process by which we construct our stories
about the world often happens so fast, and so automatically, that we
are not even aware of all that influences our views. For example, when 2
we saw what Jack was really thinking and feeling during his conversa-
Hon with Michael, there was nothing about the heat being turned off,
or about his wife’s anger at canceling their dinner plans. Even Jack

wasn’t fully aware of all the information behind his reactions.
And what implicit rules are important to him? Jack thinks to
himself, “I can’t believe the way Michael treated me,” but he is un-
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:rwatre th;}llt this is based on an implicit rule of how people “should”
Sl::a eac o_thejr. Jack’s rule is something like “You should alwa
’ ow a]ppr];:cmtlon to others no matter what.” Many of us agree wit);S
s rule, but it is not a truth, j i ]
t , Just a rule. Michael’ i
i - : ael’s rule might b
a]];fr}i }inenc?s tcan get angry with each other and not take it pgersone
.~ I'he point isn’t whose rule is better; the point i ]
il cuiotie ; the point is that they are dif-
: t know they're different
o't unless he fi i
what rules underlie his own story about what happened i consider
" Re;:all the story of Andrew and his Uncle Doug a.t the parade
B IE 'erred tf) Al:ldrew as “truck obsessed.” This description is.
- (?’rr}; tlshunclia s point of view. Uncle Doug is aware of “how And
1s,” but he is less aware of how he himself % i
' elf “is” Andrew i
sessed if we use as the baseline hi ; il
ne his Uncle Doug’s level of i i
trucks, which is zero. But fr e R
; , om Andrew’s point of view, U
: : . , Uncle D
n;lght be considered “cheerleader obsessed.” Among the foZ e
old crowd, Andrew’s view is more likely the norm e

Embrace Both Stories:
Adopt the “And Stance”

It i
Wh(;arxll be a]wfully hard to stay curious about another person’s story
you have your own story to tell, especi i :
M o tell, specially if you're thinkin
enzit f(r)nly Sm‘i story C]can really be right. After all, your story is so differg
om theirs, and makes so much sense t ’
_ - o0 you. Part of the st
staying curious can be relj / i Pl
S ieved by adopting what we call the “And
Wi )
. . usually assume that we must either accept or reject the other
gw 301]; s ;tory,, ar?d that if we accept theirs, we must abandon our
]r;. ult who's right between Michael and Jack, Ollie and Thelma
or Bonnie and her boss, Caroline? Who's right between a person wh ,
who

likes to sleep with the wi
ind
dow closed? ow open and another who prefers the win-

. The answer .is that the question makes no sense. Don’t choo
etween the stories; embrace both. That's the And Stance *

The suggestion to embrace both stories can sound like double-
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talk. It can be heard as “Pretend both of your stor’ies are right.” Bl_t]-t in
fact, it suggests something quite differe.nt. Don't pretend artyt tmg.
Don’t worry about accepting or rejecting the other person’s story.
First work to understand it. The mere act of understanding Zorsnteone
else’s story doesn’t require you to give up your own. The Ant atrlllc;
allows you to recognize that how you each see things mafi ers, ut
how you each feel matters. Regardless of wha.t you enc? up omgl; -
gardless of whether your story influences theirs or theirs yours, bo
Sto”;;?ﬁg Stance is based on the assumption that the world is
complex, that you can feel hurt, angry, and wronged,_andt }’:hiyb(;as?
feel just as hurt, angry, and wronged. They can be domgh el : né
and you can think that it’s not good enou.gh. YOI-.I may avet Oa ;
something stupid, and they will have cc?n‘rnbu.ted in 1rnp01('itan v»; ayn
to the problem as well. You C&l’fl fee}l1 furious with them, and you
and appreciation for them.
alsorlf”elffl: lfi:fi Stanfep gives you a place from whi.ch to as§er.t t-hle ﬁl_lll
strength of your views and feelings without having tor diminish tlle
views and feelings of someone else. Likewise, you dOI.] t nc;a& to g;.'e
up anything to hear how someone else feel.s or sees things . terer; t;r.
Because you may have different information or different interpr
tions, both stories can make sense at the same ’_c!me. -
It may be that as you share them, your stories change in response

to new information or different perspective:s. But they still m]ay no: 1
end up the same, and that’s all right. Sometimes pc.aop]'e have“:}(‘)nr:esjs °
disagreements, but even so, the most useful question is 11:0;[’ od
right?” but “Now that we really understand each other, what’s a goo 4

way to manage this problem?”

Two Exceptions That Aren’t

You may be thinking that the advice to shift from certainty and ariu; :
ing to curiosity and the And Stance generally makes sense,.but t] a
there must be exceptions. Let’s look at two important questions that
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may look like exceptions, but aren’t: (1) What about times when [ ab-
solutely know I'm right? and (2) Does the suggestion to “understand

the other person’s story” always apply, even when, for example, I'm
firing or breaking up with someone?

I Really Am Right

There’s an old story of two clerics arguing about how to do God’s
work. In the spirit of conciliation, one finally says to the other, “You
and I see things differently, and that's okay. We don’t need to agree.
You can do God’s work your way, and I'll do God’s work His way.”

The tendency to think this way can be overwhelming. Even if
you understand another person’s story with genuine insight and em-
pathy, you may still stamble on the next step, thinking that however
much their story makes sense to them, you are still “right” and they
are still “wrong”

For example, what about the conversation you have with your
daughter about her smoking? You know you are right that smoking is
bad for her, that the sooner she stops the better.

Fair enough. About each of those things, you are right. But here’s
the rub: that’s not what the conversation is really about. It's about how
you each feel about your daughter’s smoking, what she should do
about it, and what role you should play. It's about the terrible fear
and sadness you feel as you imagine her becoming sick, and your
rage at feeling powerless to make her stop. It's about her need to feel
independent, to break out of the “good girl” mold that feels so suffo-
cating. It's about her own ambivalence doing something that makes
her feel good and at the same time truly frightens her. The conversa-

tion is about many issues between the two of you that are complex
and important to explore. It is not about the truth of whether smok-
ing is bad for one’s health, Both of you already agree on that.
Even when it seems the dispute is about what's true, you may find

that being the one who'’s right doesn’t get you very far. Your friend

may deny that he is an alcoholic and that hjs drinking is affecting his
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marriage. But even if the whole world agrees with your a.ssess:;)leéllt,
asserting that you are right anddtrying to get him to admit it probably
: elp your friend. |

Won\;vl_;;ltl:’ n)iz;j Ee]g )iis to tell him about the-impact his dri.n]‘]img bas
on you, and, further, to try to understand his story. '.What is eepu;)g
him in denial? What would it mean to him to adn.nt he has zpﬂo -
lem? What gets in the way? Until you understand his story, anh s Ell’ﬁ;
yours with him, you can’t help him find a way to rewrite t f.t-_ lnetl
chapter for the better. In this case, you may ,be right and )];-i)ur Z}len
may be wrong, but merely being right doesn't do you much good.

Giving Bad News

What if you have to fire someone, end a relationship, orlet a sdu?;he;;
know you're cutting back on orders by 80 p(.:rcent? In many di cu.‘
conversations, you don’t have the power t-o impose an out'cornedm;;
laterally. When firing someone or breaking up or reduciiléj[hor v:hé
you do. In such situations, it’s reasonable to wonder whether
’s story is still relevant.

Othel:/liil’;sszl tshse driyfﬁculty in firing someone or in bx:eaking: up tellkes
place in the Feelings and Identity Conversatiolns, w.hlch we 1 exp or:_'
later. But the question of differing perspectives is also, important.
Remember, understanding the other person’s story Sioesn t mean onIl
have to agree with it, nor does it require you to give up yl_cln%r own.
And the fact that you are willing to try to understand t eir view
doesn’t diminish the power you have to implement your decision,
and to be clear that your decision is final.

In fact, the And Stance is probably the most powerful place to

stand when engaging in a difficult conversation that requires you to

deliver or enforce bad news. If you are breaking up with. s’om}fonfa, Ii: |
allows you to say “I'm breaking up with you because it’s the ngn ;
thing for me [here’s why], and T understand how hurt. you are, z; :
that you think we should try again, and I'm notlchanglng Irny rr; u;. 5
and I understand that you think I should have been more c zar a 0n =
my confusion earlier, and I don’t think that makes me a bad person,
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and T understand that I've done things that have hurt you, and I know
you've done things that have hurt me, and [ know I might regret this
decision, and I'm stil] making it.. . . And, and, and”

“And” helps you to be curious and clear.

To Move Forward, First Understand
Where You Are

As you head down the path of improving how you deal with difficult
conversations, you will notice that the question of how we each make
sense of our worlds follows you like the moon in the night sky. It’s a
beacon you can return to no matter where you are or with what diffi-
cult problem you are grappling,

Coming to understand the oth
deeply doesn’t mean that difference
have to solve real problems and m
that all views are equally valid or th
beliefs. It will, however, help you e
make sense in light of new inform

and it will help you help others
Views.

€r person, and yourself, more
s will disappear or that you won'’t
ake real choices. Tt doesn’t mean
atit’s wrong to have strongly held
valuate whether your strong views
ation and different Interpretations,
to appreciate the power of those

Wherever you want to g0, understanding
into the other person’s story — has got to be you

can figure out how to move forward, you need
you are.,

The next two chapters delve more deeply into two problematic

aspects of our story — our tendency to misunderstand their inten-
tions, and our tendency to focus on blame,

— Iimagining yourself
1 first step. Before you-
to understand where




As the saying goes, “Life is just one damn thing after another.” Tt is, o
course. And now you have some skills to handle it.

Create o Learning Conversation

CoAcH: I don’t know about that. In fact, I think you are better
off assuming that you will. Now, though, you know 1:‘hf1t_=
it’'s okay to talk about them, so the mz'sundersta,ndmgs
.may not be as emotionally draining and are l(?ss likely to‘
threaten the relationship. But is this the last difficult con-
versation you'll have with Michael? T doubt it. ;

- Share your purposes,
- Invite

together,

Putting It Al Together
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A Difficult Conversations Checklist

Step 1: P%éji‘a'r'e‘foWdIk_ihngﬁféhg*H the 1
L. Sort out What Happened.
* Where does your story come from
ences, rules)? Thejrs?
* What impact has this situation had
intentions have been?
* What have you each cop
2. Understand Emotions,

ree Conversations

(information, past experi-

on you? What might their
tributed to the problen?

* Explore your emotiong] footprint, and th
you experience,
3. Ground Your Identity.
* What's at stake for you about
to be better grounded?

e bundle of emotions

you? What do you need to accept

: Step 2: Check Your Purpos

es and Decide Whethér':j g
_toRaisethelssue o - & Gt

+ Purposes: What do you ho
versation? Shift your stan
problem-solving,

* Deciding: Is this the best Wway to address the issue and achicve
your purposes? Is the issue really embedded in your Identity

Conversation? Can you affect the problem by changing your
contributions? i

it, what can you do to help
yourself let go?

Pe to accomplish by having this con-
ce to support learning, sharing, and

them to join you as a
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_Ste"p’4: Explore ThéirJStory and Yours £ fee e sl s, Foiath,

+ Listen to understand their perspective on what happened. Ask
questions. Acknowledge the feelings behind the arguments and
accusations. Paraphrase to see if you've got it. Try to unravel
how the two of you got to this place.

+ Share your own viewpoint, your past experiences, intentions,
feelings.

+ Reframe, reframe, reframe to keep on track. From truth to

perceptions, blame to contribution, accusations to feelings,
and so on.

Step 5: Problem-Solving

+ Invent options that meet each side’s most important concerns
and interests.
» Look to standards for what should happen. Keep in mind the

standard of mutual caretaking; relationships that always go one
way rarely last.

+ Talk about how to keep communication open as you go for- ;
ward.

Ten Questions
People Ask

About Difficult
Conversations




